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Abt. VII. — CRITICAL NOTICES. 

1. — Meta Holdenis. Par Victor Cherbuliez. Paris: Hachette. 

1873. 

We hardly know to what extent M. Cherbuliez is known and admired 
by English readers in general ; to ourselves, we confess, he is an old 
friend, and a new novel from his hand has all the dignity of a literary 
event. Our friendship for him was formed more than ten years ago, over 
his Gomte Kostia, the work by which he made his mark among the 
French romancers of the day. We doubt if this charming romance has 
ever become popular, but we are safe to say that it has had no indiffer- 
ent or ungrateful readers. To our sense it seemed full of brilliant 
promise ; it was impossible that so genuine an artist should not do 
more and better. M. Cherbuliez- has done more, and has given his 
early masterpiece half a dozen successors ; but we have often vainly 
wondered whether, on the whole, he has done better. We inclined to 
think not, and this Meta Holdenis, clever as it is, has put an end to 
our doubts. The author's talent has become more and more flexible and 
polished, and, in the way of mere manner, the volume before us is still a 
masterpiece ; but it has parted — parted fatally, we think, in the present 
case — with a certain essential charm, — a turn of fancy in which sponta- 
neity and culture went hand in hand with singular grace. M. Cherbu- 
liez's career, through his several novels, would be a study for a penetrat- 
ing analyst, and demands more space than we can bestow. His talent 
is peculiarly delicate, and its development very much a matter of fine 
shades ; but to trace these shades would be suggestive of many things, 
possibly of some reflections not altogether cheerful. A certain melan- 
choly element there is in the history of all marked talents : the fact, we 
mean, that the growth of skill is always attended with the loss of sim- 
plicity. The genius ripens, but — unlike peaches and plums — it har- 
dens. An author's first really strong work (especially when it is a 
work of imagination) is always more or less classic, as compared with 
works produced after he has caused something to be expected of him ; 
it has a more virile compactness, it is more simply and contentedly itself. 
Vanity Fair is classic as compared with the Newcomes ; Oliver Twist 
is classic as compared with David Copperfteld ; and Adam Bede, to 
our mind, is signally classic as compared with Middlemarch. So, to 
proceed from greater things to lesser, the Gomte Kostia is classic as 
compared with Meta Holdenis. The charm of the former tale is diffi- 
cult to describe, and we recommend our readers to taste it at first- 
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hand. The story is perfectly a romance, and yet it is profoundly 
real. It is a piece of the finest artistic polish, and yet it bristles with 
" sensations " ; it is the work at once of a master of style and of a 
consummate story-teller. But its great merit in this age of dingy 
realism is that it is simply beautiful, and that the author has ven- 
tured to remember that it is not precisely amiss that a work of art 
should be lighted with a ray of idealism. The book is an excellent 
example of the discreet use of this ingredient ; it leaves the story, 
mechanically, as perfect as possible ; it only furnishes an atmosphere 
for the mechanism to work in. M. Cherbuliez is a Swiss, his native 
city of Geneva playing a part in most of his tales ; and although we 
may be sure, in the light of his last performance, that he will not thank 
us for doing so, we may nevertheless express a sense of the character- 
istically Genevese complexion of his talent in its earlier form, — a 
mental complexion lighted, indirectly perhaps, but none the less visibly, 
from Germany as well as from France. The Genevese mind, in so far 
as a stranger may guess at it, is less vivacious than the French, and 
says things incomparably less agreeably ; but it feels them strongly 
enough, and, whatever they are, it has a way of taking them more 
seriously. This serious way of taking things we have always regarded 
as a result of its having a side-light open to German influences. How 
many Parisians of average culture can read Goethe in the original ? 
This is a very common accomplishment in Geneva. M. Cherbuliez 
had read Goethe to good purpose, and his first two novels were the 
work of a man who took things seriously. Meta Holdenis is written 
to prove that German seriousness is very likely to be a humbug ; 
it may be or may not ; what remains true is, that the discerning 
reader of the Gomte Kostia and Paule Mere felt himself in contact 
with an imagination whose poetically blue horizon, in one direction at 
least, lay well beyond the Rhine. The second of these tales is an at- 
tempted exposure, rather youthful in its unsparing ardor, of the nar- 
rowness and intolerance of Genevese society. How true the picture is, 
we are unable to say ; but the story is admirably touching, and it has 
an aroma much less of the Parisian asphalt than of the cropped and 
drying grass on the mountain slopes that descend into the Lake of 
Geneva. The heroine is a delightfully tender conception, and though 
perhaps she is not absolutely natural, we prefer her, taking one piece 
of false drawing with another, to Meta Holdenis. In spite of the 
relative naivete of imagination that we have touched upon, the author's 
first two tales were clever enough to leave us no surprise at the clever- 
ness of the Roman d'une Honnete Femme ; and what we felt, beside 
the pleasure of reading a very interesting story, was a certain suspicious 
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regret at the eclipse of this same naivete. The blue German moun- 
tains on the horizon had become extremely vague, and the book had 
much less a perfume of Goethe than of Octave Feuillet. M. Cher- 
buliez has remained, to our taste, a writer of an intellectual force which 
would not be represented by an addition of twenty Octave Feuillets ; 
the greater pity that he has come at last to pitch his tone in the same 
key, — a note skilfully modulated, certainly, but a falsetto for all that. 
Of this intellectual force his two next tales — Prosper Randoce and 
L'Aventure de Ladislas Bolshi — gave brilliant evidence. Each 
is an extremely ingenious study of an eccentric character : one of a 
man essentially a rascal, in spite of many gifts ; the other of a poor 
fellow essentially a hero, in spite of many follies. Prosper Randoce 
is a Parisian scribbler, with a genius three parts tinsel to a fourth 
part silver, and a morale containing very little pure metal indeed. He 
is a portrait from the general type on which two powerful French 
novels have been based, — the " Horace " of George Sand, and the 
Grand Homme de Province of Balzac ; the type of the self-deceiving 
charlatan, with now and then an honest impulse just so timed as fatally 
to confound the light and shade of his character, and extort the cre- 
dulity which is foredoomed to repentance. The picture is admirably 
ironical, and the tone of the rabid realist of recent French poetry and 
fiction is burlesqued with extraordinary wit. Ladislas Bolshi is the 
history of an infatuated young Pole, whose reason has succumbed to the 
tribulations incurred by the fantastic impetuosity of his temperament, 
related by himself in an interval of sanity. It is the most ingenious 
of the author's conceptions, and perhaps the most profound ; in its atti- 
tude of detailed and sustained psychological introspection it resembles 
one of Mr. Browning's dramatic monologues. The author always 
rises to the level of his opportunity when he deals with a poetic ele- 
ment. His unbalanced but heroic young Pole, the dupe of his gen- 
erosity and the victim of his passionate illusions, is a very poetic 
creation. When M. Cherbuliez gives the rein to his imagination, he 
does finer things than when he allows carte blanche to his wit and his 
remarkable skill in epigram. His imagination is always generous, and 
we pay it none too ponderous a compliment in adding, agreeably 
philosophical; his wit is apt to savor of an incisive but narrow irony, 
than which, says an authority in his own tongue, no attitude of the 
mind has less to do with philosophy. Ladislas Bolski is a tragedy, 
and marches roundly to a picturesquely dark denouement. In this, as 
in all his tales, M. Cherbuliez is an admirable narrator; and if he gives 
the reader a constant literary pleasure, it is quite without detriment to 
the surprises and sensations attendant upon all properly regulated 
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novels. In this respect the tale preceding the present one, La Revanche 
de Joseph Noirel, is perhaps his most powerful performance, as it is in- 
deed in every way his most brilliant one. It is more than entertaining, 
and more even than characteristically clever; it has a certain imagina- 
tive elevation, which recalls the best elements of the Comte Kostia. If 
in Meta Holdenis he did not seem to us to have lost ground, we 
should say that in Joseph Noirel he had taken a fresh start. Here 
again he has selected an eccentric type of character, and has unfolded 
it with elaborate ingenuity. Joseph Noirel is a young Genevese me- 
chanic, of the most sordid origin, but of a temperament which throws 
him into ardent sympathy with red radicalism, the International, and 
the Commune. He falls in love with his master's daughter, but is 
brought to a bitter sense that she is not for such as him, — a conclusion 
which fatally aggravates his moral irritability. She, meanwhile, — 
and a singularly enchanting and appealing figure the author has made 
of her, — is married in zealous haste by her parents to a Frenchman 
of title, but of enigmatic antecedents. The enigma is found in the 
course of time to have a very dark answer, and the young wife be- 
comes entangled in sufferings and terrors, amid which she is very glad 
to receive the advice and assistance of the despised Joseph. Here 
begins his revanche ; it is overwhelming and complete, and his com- 
pensation is even more fatal to his happiness than his disappointment 
was. The incidents will hardly bear repetition, and it takes all the 
author's tact and skill to make them probable. Probable or not, they 
are vastly thrilling, and it is really a novel pleasure to see situations 
such as would delight the heart of Mr. Wilkie Collins unfolded with 
such intellectual mastery. The novel appeared originally in the 
Revue des Deux Mondes, and we well remember as one of the most 
poignant sensations of our career as a novel-reader the absolutely 
balked state in which the imagination was left at the close of the last 
number but one. The characters were in a situation from which the 
compass of a single number could disentangle them only by some ex- 
pedient of really heroic ingenuity. M. Cherbuliez's device is power- 
ful, and his whole denouement one of the most effective in the range of 
modern fiction. We have heard its probability, its logic, its taste, its 
decency, all earnestly discussed ; but we must again refer the reader 
to the tale itself for an opinion. He can hardly fail to be struck with 
the forcibly discriminated portraiture of the aggressive, brooding, bilious, 
declamatory little artisan, who dreams of overturning society, and yet 
cannot keep himself on his feet. He is a singularly vivid image, and 
yet he is no caricature, but a conception belonging essentially to the 
day, to the hour. 
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The heroine of Meta Holdenis is, in two words, a German Becky 
Sharpe. The author assures us, at least, that she is a German, but 
this is just the point on which his story provokes discussion. With, 
regard to German matters, one would say that he was not a man to deal 
in cheap burlesques ; he knows the country and its literature, and has 
published some brilliant papers on several German writers ; notably, 
an admirable one on Lessing. The presumption is, therefore, that he 
tells the truth, and it would carry us far if it did not encounter the 
adverse evidence of the very tone of the book itself. M. Cherbuliez's 
story is altogether a piece de circonstance, a really rabid anti-Teu- 
tonic pamphlet in the disguise of a novel. We have read it with the 
dissatisfaction naturally produced by seeing an indifferent partisan spoil 
an excellent romancer. What need is there, we have even ventured to 
demand, for M. Cherbuliez's being a partisan at all ? Let him stick to 
disinterested verity, and to an honest German point of view, and leave 
M. Dumas fils unaccompanied in his amazing enterprise of showing us 
that his Femme de Claude was a modern _ Messalina, because she was 
the daughter of the " Baron de Fieradlen, — de tres vieille famille bava- 
roise." If Meta Holdenis is not exactly a Messalina, she is very 
nearly as nefarious a personage, and she is held up to our opprobrium 
with an almost Juvenalian acerbity. The story is told by the hero to a 
supposititious female friend (a German, to do her justice), who has tried 
to persuade him into matrimony with a pair of yenx celestes. This 
heavenly pair of eyes warns him off, and reminds him of the penalty 
he paid for falling in love with those of Meta Holdenis. He was a 
poor art-student, and she the eldest daughter of a pious and prosperous 
hardware merchant, who had lately emigrated from Elberfeld to Geneva. 
She is not pretty, and yet she is altogether too handsome to be ugly, 
and her striking and expressive physiognomy is very happily rendered. 
She cuts bread-and-butter for her numerous brothers and sisters, she 
sings hymns with a delicious voice, and she effectually fascinates the 
hero. They are betrothed under a very unctuous parental blessing, 
and, in the expansion of his confidence, the young man invests ten 
thousand francs (twelve are the modest amount of his fortune) in 
his prospective father-in-law's business. The virtuous Holdenis im- 
mediately suspends payment, and refers his indignant dupe to the 
Scriptures for consolation. The daughter plays him false with a gro- 
tesque little German baron, and he leaves Geneva in disgust and de- 
spair. But his despair makes a man of him, and he works to such good 
purpose that six years later he is well on the way to wealth and fame. 
We find him at this moment domesticated with a certain M. de Maussere, 
a French diplomatist, who has retired from public life to outweather the 
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scandal of having eloped with a married woman. The fruit of this 
escapade is an intractable little girl, who is about to be committed to the 
care of a very superior governess. The governess arrives, and Tony 
(the hero) recognizes the faithless Meta. She is more ambiguously 
and dangerously handsome than ever, and has brought her genius for 
duplicity to perfection. The rest of the tale is occupied with her attempts 
to win a matrimonial prize, — attempts so zealous that she plays a 
double game, and tries at once to re-entangle Tony and to fascinate M. 
de Mauserre. She brings both schemes very nearly to a happy conclu- 
sion, and lies and plots and counterplots with touching plausibility ; 
but she goes too far, overreaches herself, and is brought to dreadful 
confusion at the eleventh hour. She departs in wrath, joins a Protestant 
sisterhood, and talks of the hero and his friend her employer to whoever 
will listen to her, as a couple of horrible Frenchmen who had tried to 
seduce her. 

M. Cherbuliez's design has been to create anything but a vulgar 
figure, and his imagination has doubtless dwelt as complacently on 
Meta Holdenis as on his Prosper Randoce or his Joseph Noirel. But 
the figure, nevertheless, can only be called, at best, a clever failure, 
partly because there is nothing so difficult as to draw a hypocrite (par- 
ticularly a religious hypocrite), but especially because the writer's art 
is vitiated and vulgarized, made dry and hard, by his obtrusive parti 
pris. He starts with the thesis that a German is in nine cases out 
of ten a Pharisee and a humbug ; a person fond of sentimentalizing 
about the stars and the angels, the Scriptures and his conscience, but 
excessively sly and tenacious in his pursuit of the main chance. This 
view of the German character is nowhere formally stated, but it is 
constantly implied, often, certainly, in a very witty manner. The 
hero's reflections on his attempt to paint Meta's portrait are a very good 
specimen of the author's epigrammatic touch : — 

" Ce n'est pas tout : il y avait dans cette angelique figure autre chose encore 
que j'aurais bien voulu rendre. II y a, madame, anges et anges. Ceux qu'on 
voit en Allemagne ne ressemblent point aux autres; leurs yeux, qui sont 
souvent de la couleur des turquoises, ont ceci de particulier, que sans qu'il s'en 
doutent, ils promettent dans une langue mystique des plaisirs qui ne le sont 
pas. Quiconque a voyage dans votre pays compreudra ce que je veux dire ; 
il y a surement rencontre d'adorables candeurs qui respirent la volupte 
qu'elles ignorent, de virginales innocences, capables de convertir un libertin 
au mariage et a la vertu, parcequ'il lui semble qu'il y trouvera son compte, 
et pour tout dire, des anges qui ne savent rien, mais que rien n'etonnera." 

How far M. Cherbuliez is right on this point hardly matters, though 
we doubt that he is right enough to justify his indefatigably sarcastic 
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tone ; a satirist, he ought to remember, should be very right indeed, 
and we fancy that the sham morality of the Fraulein Holdenis would 
not have seemed so very typical if the Emperor "William had not been 
so careful to thank God at the end of his bulletins. He little thought 
that he was going to make a clever novelist misconceive a masterpiece. 
The desire to make his heroine vividly typical has been fatal to the 
freedom of the author's hand, to that certainty of touch which is so 
conspicuous in his other tales. She is rigid, forced, illogical, seen alto- 
gether from without. German or not, we very little care : we wish to 
feel the living, breathing woman, in her virtues or in her vices. We 
greatly wonder that an artist of M. Cherbuliez's habitual tact and taste 
should not have seen the vice of his attitude of showing up his heroine, 
of forever working at the reader over her shoulder. It gives an un- 
common smartness and pertness to his narrative, but it makes it small 
art instead of large. Thackeray described the adventures of Becky 
Sharpe in a very different way, and certainly Thackeray had tempta- 
tion enough to be satirical. But his satire, where Becky is concerned, 
always goes hand in hand with a certain tender, sympathetic compre- 
hension of her, with the thoroughly human tone which belongs to per- 
fect insight. M. Cherbuliez, on the contrary, treats us to a kind of 
brutal exposure of his heroine, which has not even the merit of seeming 
tragic, for the reason that we don't see her, feel her, believe in her. 
She is made to order, — made to supply the extraordinary Parisian 
demand for evidence that German morality is a whited sepulchre, and 
the German conscience a delicious joke. The demand, as it has chiefly 
found expression, seems to us unspeakably puerile, and the author's 
alacrity in ministering to it has an air of unwisdom really disappoint- 
ing to those who owe him great enjoyment. It seems rather a mel- 
ancholy matter that this should have been his contribution to the moral 
situation of France and Germany. The truth is, we fear, that M. 
Cherbuliez is fatally clever, and that he will not believe he has grown 
unwise so long as he remains so very consciously readable. His polemic 
impulse in the present case has given a magical point to his pen and an 
admirable neatness to his style ; anything lighter, more impertinent, than 
the whole movement of his tale, it would be difficult to imagine. But it is 
a sad falling off for the author of the Oomte Kostia now to be stringing 
clever sneers, and offering them to us as a novel. The hard, metallic 
glitter of his style is a disagreeable substitute for the charming atmos- 
phere of his early works. It is not unfair to speak of the ironical side 
of his tale as the whole substance of it, for the portraiture of the per- 
sons opposed to Meta has caught the infection of her own superficiality. 
There is an odd sort of levity in the whole picture of the situation of 
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M. and Madame de Mauserre. In his emulation of the tone of novel- 
ists more trivial than himself he certainly hits the mark. Does he 
really see nothing indelicate in the walk and conversation of Madame 
de Mauserre, or does he simply put a brave face on it because prudery is 
a German virtue ? This lady is living in what, out of a French novel, 
you will hardly find called by a politer term than concubinage with 
the gentleman whose name she has exchanged for that of her husband. 
Her conduct is irregular, but, if the author insists upon it, we are will- 
ing to believe that she is the most estimable person in the world. 
When, however, receiving, before half a dozen people, a letter an- 
nouncing her husband's death, and making it possible to legitimate her 
union, she overflows into an amorous ecstasy, and calls upon every one 
to share her joy, we rather retract our admiration, and incline to think 
that she lacked a certain sense of the becoming, without which a lady's 
charms are precarious. This is simply a slight detail in evidence of 
the fact that every detail is perverted when the central idea is inhar- 
monious. In a work pitched in a different key, we should, perhaps, 
have forgiven Madame de Mauserre her want of reserve. Heaven 
preserve us, says the author in conclusion, from les consciences sub- 
tiles. The subtlety of the conscience makes half its virtue, and we are 
afraid that M. Cherbuliez says more than he means, — or more than, as a 
disinterested student of human nature, he ought to mean. What, in 
fact, does all this prove, but that art should be before all things disin- 
terested, and that a beautiful imagination may show to very poor ad- 
vantage when impressed into the service of a transitory aim? 



2. — Antiquities of the Southern Indians, particularly of the Georgia 
Tribes. By Charles C Jones, Je. New York : D. Appleton 
and Company. 1873. Large octavo. 532 pages. 31 plates. 

The author of this important work, a Georgian by birth, began at 
an early age to collect the Indian relics abounding in his native State. 
In the course of time this tendency developed itself into a regular sci- 
entific pursuit, resulting in the publication of various minor essays rela- 
tive to aboriginal antiquities, but principally of the volume whose title 
is placed at the head of this notice. In this work the author presents 
the native inhabitants of Georgia, and the Southern States in general, 
as they were first seen by Europeans ; enlarging on their physical 
characteristics, form of government, modes of war and hunting, games, 
domestic and matrimonial relations, religion, medical art, funeral cus- 
toms, manufactures, and many other topics bearing on their condition 



